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In a scene reminiscent of the US-sponsored contra war of the 1980s, the Honduras-Nicaragua
border area has once again begun to resemble a war zone. Since early October, when the Sandinista
Popular Army (Ejercito Popular Sandinista, EPS) increased the intensity of its efforts to crush
renegade irregular armed groups in the north, Managua and Tegucigalpa have traded accusations
and denials of cross-border incursions. At least 150 Nicaraguan refugees have fled to southern
Honduras, and local residents have reported that Nicaraguan rebels count on a well-established
logistical support network in the area. The recent wave of fighting in the north began in early
October when a truce between the EPS and the Frente Norte 380 (FN-380), led by Jose Angel
Talavera ("El Chacal"), began to crumble. The truce had been agreed to as part of the negotiated
settlement which put an end to the FN-380's kidnapping in late August of 37 members of a
government peace delegation (see NotiSur 08/27/93). Under terms of the truce, the EPS was to
refrain from conducting offensive military operations against the FN-380 which, according to
government calculations, is comprised of about 500 rearmed former contra rebels and the rebels
were to remain inside specially- designated security enclaves, where they would eventually be
disarmed and demobilized under a government amnesty program. According to the authorities in
Managua, some of the FN- 380 leaders and their followers agreed to the plan, accepted the amnesty,
and successfully completed demobilization. However, government negotiators say Talavera's
intransigence in the talks eventually led to a complete breakdown of the dialogue. For his part,
Talavera rejected the amnesty offer, blaming the dialogue failure on the government's refusal to
meet his demands, and vowed to continue fighting. "We have been cheated by the government
many times," he told reporters. "We will not surrender our arms while our petitions which are social
remain unanswered. We don't want money, nor trucks, nor public posts." As the Sept. 30 deadline
for accepting the amnesty approached, several skirmishes between Talavera's forces and the EPS
were reported in Nueva Segovia, Jinotega and Matagalpa departments. Then, in early October, the
EPS announced plans to launch a major offensive aimed at pursuing all rebels who had failed to
take advantage of the amnesty (see NotiSur, 10/08/93). The primary target of the offensive, however,
was clearly Talavera's FN-380. In the ensuing days, a series of clashes between the army and rebel
groups, as well as several ambushes carried out by the FN-380, resulted in 35 deaths, including
army troops, recontras, and civilians, according to the EPS. On Oct. 15, EPS public relations chief
Col. Ricardo Wheelock triumphantly declared that the army had succeeded in flushing out all
FN-380 forces from their former stronghold at El Zungano, Nueva Segovia. According to Wheelock,
the EPS units which retook El Zungano met little resistance, as most of the recontra forces fled in
advance of the army's arrival. On Oct. 21, Wheelock told reporters in Managua that Talavera, under
the intense pursuit of EPS troops, had fled to Honduras. According to Wheelock, EPS troops saw
Talavera with a group of about 100 rebels who crossed the border on Oct. 18 near the Honduran
army checkpoint at Bocas de Arenales. The report that Talavera and other rebels had entered
Honduran territory touched off a wave of mutual accusations between authorities in Managua
and Tegucigalpa. The Honduran army, which, in anticipation of the EPS offensive, had increased
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military surveillance in the border region and placed troops there on a state of alert, vigorously
denied that Talavera had entered Honduran territory. For his part, Honduran Foreign Minister
Mario Carias reiterated earlier statements that any Nicaraguan rebels found on Honduran territory
would be detained, disarmed and deported. On Oct. 25, Honduran army Col. Manuel Luna charged
the EPS with having launched an incursion across the border into Honduras. According to Luna,
one EPS helicopter, accompanied by four airplanes, crossed into Honduran airspace, ostensibly as
part of the pursuit operation mounted against the FN-380. Luna further charged that at least one
of the planes fired its guns inside Honduran territory. The allegations were vehemently denied in
Managua by EPS spokesman Wheelock. Irrespective of the fate of Talavera, whose whereabouts
is still unknown, concern in Honduras is growing over use of national territory as a sanctuary
for the Nicaraguan rebels and as the destination of a new population of refugees. On Oct. 24,
the first reports of Nicaraguan refugees fleeing the fighting reached Tegucigalpa from El Paraiso
department, on the border with Nicaragua. Two days later, Honduran authorities confirmed that at
least 150 Nicaraguans mostly women and children had crossed the border into the area around the
town of Las Trojes. On Oct. 26, another group of refugees reportedly arrived, including several who
were wounded. The refugees told reporters that they fled from their homes in the village of Planes
de Guanito, Nueva Segovia, during an aerial attack by EPS helicopter gunships. Eusebia Gutierrez,
one of the refugees, said the group walked for two days, then waded across the Poteca River which
runs along the border. "We escaped from Nicaragua because Sandinista aircraft bombed the area,"
Gutierrez told reporters. Although some Hondurans have fond memories of the massive presence
of contras and Nicaraguan refugees from the 1980s a presence which generated a huge influx of
dollars into the area many remain bitter over the experience. When asked what he thought about
the current refugees, the mayor of Las Trojes, Carlos Aleman, explained that, "Because of the past
experience, these people will not be accepted here." Officially, the Honduran government agreed to
provide the refugees with temporary shelter and food. But Foreign Minister Carias insisted that the
refugees will be sent back to Nicaragua after one week. "We are not interested in creating refugee
centers in Honduras," Carias said. "We don't believe the circumstances justify [refugee status] as
was the case in the 1980s." Another concern which has arisen alongside that of the refugees is the
reported use of Honduran territory as a sanctuary for rebel forces. Local residents in the Las Trojes
area have told reporters that the recontras have been crossing back and forth across the border for
months now. A Latin American diplomat in Tegucigalpa, cited by the United Press International,
said the rebels may have arms caches in Honduras and added that they have even used the country
as a point of departure for travel to the United States. Recontra leaders, including Talavera himself,
have made fund-raising trips to Miami via Honduras on several occasions. Reports broadcast on
Tegucigalpa's Radio America suggest that the recontras have established a significant logistical
support network in Honduran territory, and that Talavera has met on at least one occasion with
members of the Honduran army high command. On Oct. 26, Mario Boquin, chief of Honduran
immigration, declared that authorities had been given orders to arrest and deport any Nicaraguan
residents suspected of providing any kind of support for the FN-380. Boquin's announcement
followed reports in Tegucigalpa that Nicaraguans were distributing FN-380 communiques to local
media outlets. Taken together, these recent incidents have served as a vivid reminder to Hondurans
of the days when some 43,000 Nicaraguan refugees, together with the 16,000-strong contra army,
took over vast stretches of southern Honduras, displacing the local population and wreaking havoc
on the local economy. Most analysts agree that, given current regional and international political
alignments, and the relatively small size of the FN-380, there are actually few parallels with the
situation of the previous decade. But others say the deteriorating social and economic conditions
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 057236
ISSN: 1060-4189

inside Nicaragua have created a cauldron which is bound to have spillover effects inside Honduras.
(Sources: Agence France-Presse, 10/08/93, 10/15/93, 10/19/93, 10/21/93; Agencia Centroamericana
de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 10/10/93, 10/21/93, 10/26/93; United Press International,
10/19/93, 10/27/93)
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